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Dear Readers,

We are excited to relaunch the Khabr-o-Nazar magazine
as a quarterly, digital dispatch of news from the U.S.
Embassy in Islamabad! Through this magazine, we want
to ensure that our contacts and friends around Pakistan
are aware of the various initiatives we are undertaking
together.

In 2022, we are celebrating the 75th anniversary of
U.S.-Pakistan bilateral relations. Throughout this
dynamic and robust relationship, our countries have
collaborated in every sector — from trade to education,
from energy to security. Our strong partnership is most
recently reflected in the way the U.S. Mission in Pakistan
worked with our local counterparts to assist in
combatting the COVID-19 pandemic in Pakistan. As the
world came to a standstill and the virus deeply impacted
the most vulnerable populations and economies around
the world, the United States led the global charge in
providing a coordinated and equitable response to the
pandemic. This first digital edition of Khabr-o-Nazar
reflects on these efforts in Pakistan.

From donating more than 40 million doses of Pfizer and
Moderna vaccines to Pakistan, to helping local
companies produce Personal Protective Equipment and
fight misinformation on COVID-19 even at the most
grassroots level, the United States is committed to
supporting Pakistan until we beat this virus together.
That is why, along with donating vaccine doses and
building local capacity, we have also donated $69.4
million in COVID-19 assistance and worked together with
Pakistan to improve infection prevention and control,
enhance patient care, expand laboratory testing, disease
monitoring, and case tracking in all districts, and support
front line healthcare workers.

We hope the stories in this, and subsequent quarterly
issues of Khabr-o-Nazar, will convey one resounding
sentiment: the United States is, and will remain, a
dependable and strong ally, and will continue to partner
with Pakistan for a more prosperous, secure, and healthy
future. We hope you enjoy the issue and look forward to
hearing your comments and feedback via
infoisb@state.gov.

Regards,
Ray Castillo
Minister Counselor for Public Affairs


https://twitter.com/usembislamabad
https://www.facebook.com/pakistan.usembassy
https://www.instagram.com/usembislamabad/
https://www.youtube.com/c/usembpak
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usembpak/
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Fulbright Alumnus Leads

Islamabad’s COVID-19 Response

Candice Yacono

Dr. Zaeem Zia

District Health Officer for Islamabad

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, Islamabad
has been a standout example in Pakistan of the
value of preparedness and rapid response. After
discovering the first cases of COVID-19 in the
capital in early 2020, the Pakistani government
was quick to introduce quarantine measures and
testing and contact tracing. It then rolled out a
comprehensive vaccination drive that helped
coronavirus transmission rates drop steadily.

Dr. Mohammad Zaeem Zia is the District Health
Officer for the Islamabad Capital Territory, where
he is responsible for leading efforts toward mass
vaccination. Islamabad'’s high vaccination rate,
with 90 percent of residents at least partially
vaccinated and 75 percent fully vaccinated as of
November 2021, is a testament to his team’s
laser focus on rapid response, education, and
vaccination since the beginning of the pandemic.
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Dr. Zaeem Zia credits part of his success to his
experience as a Fulbright scholar in the United
States.

Dr. Zaeem Zia always wanted to study abroad
and finally had the opportunity to fulfill his dream
when he was selected by the U.S. Embassy in
Islamabad as a Fulbright scholar in 2012. He
graduated from the University of Oklahoma in
2013 with a Master’s degree in Public Health. Dr.
Zaeem Zia says his experience as a Fulbright
scholar had a profound impact on him; it gave
him a better understanding of how health
systems work while also allowing him to develop
soft skills such as interpersonal communication,
leadership, strategy development, and human
resources management.



“I believe that having a sense of responsibility is
often more important than having the
responsibility itself.” This philosophy can be seen
in Dr. Zaeem Zia’s strategic and holistic response
to controlling the pandemic in Islamabad. With
the threat of the Omicron variant now at the
forefront of everyone’s mind, Dr. Zaeem Zia
strives to ensure the threat is minimized by
regulating hospitals, health centers, clinics,
pharmacies, restaurants, hotels, etc.

Dr. Zaeem Zia says he’s extremely proud of what
his team has been able to achieve in response to
the pandemic, especially given limited resources.
He cites how he and his team have strengthened
health systems in Islamabad and developed a
COVID-19 surveillance system from the ground
up that meets international standards.

It is this focus on making systemic changes that
first attracted Dr. Zaeem Zia to public health. “My
commitment to ensuring optimal health care
services for communities led me toward my
current role,” he says. “Growing up in Gilgit
Baltistan, | wondered how to improve health care
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systems. Why can't the people who get sick get
the proper care? That's what inspired me to
become who | am today. | could have remained in
the United States and become a clinical doctor.
However, | wanted to fix systems, and | wanted to
help improve medicine and public health in
Pakistan.”

The Ministry of National Health Services has
seen many other successes during Dr. Zaeem
Zia's tenure, including the implementation of a
universal health care strategy. These wins come
in the face of notable challenges, including a
dengue fever outbreak in 2021 and issues with
securing adequate funding and staffing to fight
the coronavirus pandemic.

In addition to his work coordinating the
pandemic response with governmental and
non-governmental groups, Dr. Zaeem Zia
regularly communicates important health
information to the public through electronic and
social media and routinely visits schools and
other public sites to discuss the importance of
vaccination.



Among his other responsibilities, Dr. Zaeem Zia
has also been successful at preventing the spread
of other infectious diseases such as polio, dengue
fever, and tuberculosis.

Dr. Zaeem Zia says Pakistan’s relationship with
the United States has been critical in helping stem
the tide of the pandemic. The two countries have
coordinated on infection prevention and control
and have expanded laboratory testing, patient
care enhancements, and support to frontline
workers. Moreover, the United States has, thus far,
donated over 42 million life-saving Pfizer vaccines
to Pakistan.

“COVID-19 is one of the biggest health challenges
ever faced by the world. To help save the lives of
millions of people and rebuild economies around
the globe, the United States donated millions of
COVID-19 vaccines to 92 countries worldwide,
including Pakistan, with the commitment to
provide safe and effective vaccines around the
world to supercharge the global fight against the
pandemic,” he says.

Looking ahead, Dr. Zaeem Zia cites a July 2021
article in Nature, a scientific journal, that says it's
possible that COVID-19 will become an endemic

JACCINATED

AGAINST

COVID-19 "~

disease. This would mean the virus will always
be present in some form, especially during
seasonal peaks.

Countries and regions that lack an effective
response or fail to keep an eye on transmission
and infection levels could allow new epidemics
or pandemics to occur, particularly where
people are unvaccinated. But in the long term,
by continuing the hygienic and social practices
that many already embraced along with the
development of new vaccines and treatments,
COVID-19 may become as limited a threat as
influenza is today.

While the world faces a fresh resurgence of
COVID-19 transmission with the Omicron varant,
Dr. Zaeem Zia notes that one of the best ways
to minimize stress or anxiety about the
coronavirus is to focus on what we can control.
He urges people to take steps to look after their
physical and emotionaNQIIbeing, while also
protecting others.

é TO PROTECT 'h"’llll.lliﬁl'-:$
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Battling COVID-19 Misinformation Through
SUPERHEROES

How the United States and Pakistan worked

together to spread knowledge and save lives.
Michael Gallant

When COVID-19 first hit Pakistan, disease and disruption were made worse by the storm
of misinformation that quickly followed. People around the world fell prey to unproven
theories and unsafe medical treatments, succumbing to sickness that could have been

prevented with more accurate information.

To fight back against dangerous mistruths, the Pakistani government partnered with the
U.S. government to create a unique public information campaign that spanned social
media, television, online video, radio, print, and beyond.

.
.
.

A

The goal? To share scientific
information about COVID-19, bust
myths about the frightening new
disease, and empower Pakistanis
everywhere to stay safe, with
assistance from the U.S. government
through United States Agency for
International Development (USAID).



SHARING KNOWLEDGE

Arif Tabassum serves as Governance Specialist
for one of USAID’s funded projects in the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province. He oversaw the creation
and dissemination of over one hundred
COVID-related educational materials in Pashto
and Urdu to millions of people. This vital work
was done in collaboration with the government
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

The videos and other messages created by
USAID were pithy and addressed a variety of
pandemic-related topics. One series of funny and
highly creative public service announcements
featured a superhero named Gubru who fights
COVID-19 by encouraging everyone to follow
health SOPs. In one video, Gubru emerged from
smoke and lightning to encourage a young boy to
wash his hands for twenty seconds before eating
an apple; in a separate advertisement, Gubru
zoomed down from the sky to encourage a
COVID-19-skeptic vegetable seller to wear a

mask for safety. Other messages took a more
sober approach; one powerful video used
imagery of a mother unable to comfort her
crying child to encourage parents to care for
themselves during the pandemic. And those
compelling messages are just the beginning.

Pakistan’s need for materials like these was
profound, Arif says. He described how
confusion immediately followed COVID-19's
initial spread throughout the country, how so
little was known about the disease early on, and
how many people disagreed on how to react.
Meanwhile, distorted and false information
from global COVID-19 deniers flowed into the
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country via social media, online videos, and
other unfiltered sources. As a result, countless
Pakistanis developed a deep misunderstanding
of COVID-19's risks-and were far more likely to
contract and spread the disease as a result.

USAID’s work succeeded in reaching the broad
national audience for which it was intended.
Multiple messages went viral throughout the
country, as Arif describes: “One of our videos
reached an estimated ten percent of all
Pakistani Twitter users organically, and all our
other videos have millions of views, as they
were telecasted on national and regional
television networks in Pakistan for several
weeks.”

Based on metrics, USAID found that the videos
positively impacted the behavior of viewers,
including those likely to attend potential
super-spreader events like cultural and religious

festivals. “People who saw the videos were more
likely to stay home and respect the temporary
national restrictions put in place,” Arif says.

The campaign’s messages also received
widespread recognition for their power and
originality. Government leaders, members of the
public, representatives of Facebook Pakistan,
and filmmaker Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy (the only
Pakistani to ever win two Academy Awards), are
among the many who praised the campaign.
“We are recognized for creating the most
impactful COVID-19 messaging products
nationally,” Arif says.



MESSAGES THAT MOVE

Arif and his USAID colleagues faced a daunting
challenge when crafting their COVID-related
public-service messages: cut through a deluge
of false information, grab people’s attention in
an atmosphere suffused with fear and mistrust,
and convince the public to follow scientifically
proven strategies for survival.

Arif attributes much of USAID’s success to
thoughtful planning and an organic strategy.
“Messages needed to be repeated regularly, and
for that, advertising support was required,” he
says. While such an approach cost the Pakistani
government a significant amount of money at
the beginning, “it was a good investment in the
long run as fewer people fell ill and fewer parts
of the country needed to be shut down."He also
says that successful messages needed to be
not just scientifically accurate, but compelling
on a human level. “People tend to tune out
repetitive messages about washing hands or
wearing masks,” he says. Instead,
unconventional and creative approaches to
storytelling—like the superhero Gubru—can be
powerful tools for persuasion. f

Variety was also key. “We needed to cycle
through as many messages as possible to
create interest, approaching COVID-19 topics
from different angles and nuances,” Arifsays.
One highly successful video rotated into
circulation by USAID portrayed a community
spurning a family affected by COVID-19, “only to
be made to see reason by children who could
not understand the prejudice.”

Even with all the challenges and pushback, Arif
emphasizes that listening and respectful
communication are deeply important.

“Understand that not all vaccine hesitancy or
COVID-19 skepticism is ill intentioned,” he
says—and that listening to even the most
extreme, unscientific views can give valuable
perspective in the ongoing pandemic fight.

As COVID-19 continues to spread and evolve,
USAID’s core strategies remain the same. “We
like to follow the simplest approach in
messaging, as new variants come into play, or
as the ebb and flow of infection rates continue,”
says Arif. “The best advice remains the most
effective: wear a mask, sanitize your hands,
maintain social distancing, and get vaccinated.”

To see more examples of videos created by USAID, visit
bit.ly/COVID_Knowledge
And to learn more about how to prevent COVID-19 and stay safe, dial 1166 in
o Pakistan or visit the United States Center for Disease Control at cdc.gov.
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https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLUPol5_3z_v9zCAlaTviVuNhgj1xkxr2N
https://www.cdc.gov/

PAKISTAN'S JOURNEY
FROM BUYING
TO SELLING MASKS

HILLARY HOPPOCK

hen Pakistan’s first COVID-19 case

surfaced on February 18, 2020, medical
supplies were in short supply and countries across
the globe were scrambling to shield their citizens
from the highly contagious virus. There was a
worldwide surge in demand for personal
protective equipment (PPE), and with the lack of
local PPE manufacturers, Pakistan imported most
PPE from China at substantial expense.

Today, Pakistani PPE manufacturers are
producing a regular and affordable supply of
locally-made, international-quality PPE to reduce
the spread of infection in the general population
and ensure safety for front-line health care
workers, first responders, and their families.
Pakistan is also exporting quality-assured PPE to
eight countries: Canada, Germany, Poland, Saudi
Arabia, Spain, Tunisia, the United Kingdom, and
the United States.

How did Pakistan secure its path to independently
producing PPE in such a short time? In keeping
with the more than 70-year history of
collaboration, the United States and Pakistan
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mounted a unified response to the pandemic to
develop locally sourced, quality-assured PPE. The
United States supported local PPE manufacturers
by providing technical assistance in production,
investing in essential new equipment, and
achieving international certification for their
products. This effort translated into substantial
cost savings and an efficient supply of PPE while
generating a significant return in revenue from
Pakistani PPE exports.

PUBLIC-PRIVATE SECTOR
COLLABORATION THROUGH

PQM+

In 2018, the U.S. government, through the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID),
launched the Promoting Quality of Medicines Plus
(PQM+) program to strengthen the quality
assurance system of medical products in
Pakistan. Project Management Specialist for
USAID Pakistan Khalid Mahmood explains: “The
USAID- funded PQM program assisted the Drug
Regulatory Authority of Pakistan (DRAP) with



developing and improving policies, guidance, and
procedures in compliance with international
quality standards.”

Mahmood notes, “At the onset of COVID-19, it was
obvious within 2-3 months that the prices for PPE
were increasing rapidly, and alternative PPE
sources were needed. An imported N95 mask, for
example, cost about 2900 rupees (approximately
US $17), while a domestically produced N95 mask
now costs only 70 rupees (approximately US
$0.40)”

With an aim to address Pakistan’s dependence on
imported PPE products, a U.S. non-profit
organization, USP, helped nine Pakistani
companies upgrade their manufacturing capacity
to produce exportable PPE products. Mahmood
adds,

“The pandemic ushered in a new
approach topublic-private sector
collaboration, andwe leveraged
private sector expertise and

resources to help make the
system work without too much
investment from the public
sector.”

Wagas Ahmed, the lead for the PQM+ program in
Pakistan, describes steps his team took to
support Pakistan’s emerging PPE manufacturing
industry: “After a preliminary mapping of PPE
manufacturers available in the country, the team
conducted site visits to the manufacturers’
facilities to develop a better understanding of the
capacity of the local manufacturers and
understand the type of upgrades required to
ensure production of quality-assured PPE”
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Following the mapping, his team was able to
provide technical assistance to the
manufacturers.

PPE INDEPENDENCE

Pakistan's PPE manufacturers began production
in November 2020. By January 2021, the
domestic supply was sufficient, so two
manufacturers in Sialkot and Lahore began
exporting their new quality-assured PPE, with the
seven other local PPE manufacturers following
suit in the ensuing months.

Mahmood describes the country’s path to PPE
independence:

"Pakistan’s journey to
self-reliance in local production
of PPEs went from 100% imports
to hardly any imports, thanks to
the strong textile industry in

Pakistan that provides all the
raw material required to
manufacture PPE in Pakistan.




Through the technical assistance of PQM+, the
selected PPE manufacturers with their own
resources established a Quality Management
System and achieved the required international
certifications which allow Pakistan's PPE
manufacturers to export quality- assured PPE
products to other countries”

Pakistani manufacturers are now producing
quality-assured PPE surgical masks, N95 and
KN95 masks, surgical isolation gowns, goggles,
face shields, surgical coveralls, and gloves.

The PQM+ program helps manufacturers achieve
ISO 13485 certification, which is a set of
international standards designed to promote the
safety and quality of medical devices, including

PPE. In addition, PQM+ worked with these
manufacturers to attain the Conformité
Européenne (CE) mark. The CE mark signifies
that the product can be sold in the European
Union.

Mahmood asserts this is not the end of the story:
“We are sharing the lessons learned from this
approach with other countries to help them
quickly overcome the challenges of accessing
quality-assured PPE. We are trying to be in
contact with more Asian countriesto share our
success, compare programs, and gain more
insight into other countries” approaches to
addressingthe challenge of equipping citizens
with protection for pandemics.”
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Keeping

Prisons
Safe from
COVID-19

T oward the end of 2020, Pakistan was hit by a
second wave of COVID-19. Infection rates
were increasing daily, and hospitals were filling
with patients who were very sick from the virus.
As concerns mounted, the U.S. Embassy in
Islamabad received an urgent appeal for
assistance from the Inspector General of Prisons
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). COVID-19 was
running rampant in the province's 40 prisons,
which held some 11,000 detainees. Infection
rates had reached 25-30 percent among
prisoners and staff, and prison hospitals were
turning into COVID-19 wards.

Officials at the U.S. Embassy responded fast. The
Embassy’s International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement (INL) section, the relevant partner
for the prison authorities, carried out an urgent
needs analysis which showed that COVID-19 had
spread further in KP’s prisons than in the
penitentiaries in any other province. In part, U.S.
officials determined, this was because while the
other provinces had stopped visitations and
in-person court appearances for prisoners, KP
was still allowing them.
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At the same time, Embassy officials held
discussions with KP’s prison authorities.
Together, they came up with a list of personal
protective equipment (PPE) to help stymie the
spread of COVID-19: hand sanitizer, anti-bacterial
soap, and gloves for widespread use by prisoners
and staff, and personal protective suits and face
shields to protect staff and prisoners who tested
positive for the virus.

Four weeks later — a record time for delivering
assistance — during the first week of January
2021, U.S. officials delivered $60,969.00 worth of
supplies to KP's Prisons Department. The amount
is modest, but this project is just one of the ways



in which the United States is assisting Pakistan in
fighting COVID-19. By mid-November 2021, the
United States had delivered to Pakistan more
than $63 million in COVID-19 assistance to
improve infection prevention and control,
enhance patient care, expand laboratory testing,
and support frontline healthcare workers.

U.S. officials believe their rapid response during
last winter’s crisis helped rally the KP provincial
authorities to make efforts to sharply slow the
spread of the virus. As a result of the U.S.
assistance and the KP government's initiatives,
the infection rate in KP’s prisons -
dropped from 25-30 percent 3

to 5-6 percent. -

“The assistance we
provided got the [KP]
government'’s
attention,” says
Muhammad
Qasim, an official
of the U.S.
Embassy’s
International
Narcotics and Law
Enforcement section. In
fact, the U.S. Embassy did
not have to provide face
masks, which are essential to
stopping the spread of the virus, because during
the urgent discussions on what supplies to send,
KP authorities offered to provide masks.

.
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U.S. officials say they typically strive to create a
spirit of collaboration when providing assistance,
so that the Pakistani partners take ownership of
the projects.

“We always try to envision our partners in the
driver's seat,” says Qasim. “In the following
months, when infections rose again, the KP
government acted on its own”

With support from the National Command and
Operation Center, prisons in KP and across
Pakistan have adopted strong SOPs to stop the
spread of COVID-19. Today, over 90 percent of the
prison population is vaccinated against
b the virus, and all visitors to the

. prisons need to show proof of
vaccination. The infection rate
= . among prisoners today is
reported to be below 1
percent.

P

—

In a statement, the U.S.
Embassy called its rapid
delivery of supplies to help
KP’s prisons fight the
spread of the virus “part of
¥ anongoing partnership
between the U.S. Mission to
; Pakistan and the KP Prisons
Department to improve prisons and

build capacity of corrections officials
throughout Pakistan.”

Under that partnership, “INL and the KP Prisons
Department remain committed to training prison
department officials in basic and advanced
correctional institution management and
providing hundreds of its staff with security,
protective, and digital equipment to enhance their
capacity to manage prisons more efficiently and
ensure security of prisons.”

Content Page 4



FROM
KP TO ILLINOIS

Pursuing Higher Education in the
United States During COVID-19

Natasa Milas

Pervez Khan felt like he won the lottery when he secured a
Fulbright scholarship to pursue his Ph.D. in Mass Communications
at the College of Arts and Media at Southern lllinois University
(SIU) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Fulbright program is the
flagship educational exchange program of the U.S. government,
and even though Pakistan’s Fulbright program is the largest in the
world, with around 150 Pakistanis going to the United States to
complete their M.A. or Ph.D. every year, it is also highly
competitive.
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But even after attaining such a prestigious
scholarship, it was unclear whether Pervez
would get the type of academic experience that
he hoped for. “There was uncertainty whether
classes would take place online or in-person
due to COVID-19 safety concerns. There were a
lot of polarizing discussions about how
necessary access to a campus environment is
for students, and many seemed to think that a
virtual classroom provided the same benefits.”
For international students, Pervez says, there
was the added stress of leaving one’s family
during a time of travel bans and ever-changing
government restrictions.

Pervez also found himself facing academic limbo
in the United States, just like students around the
world, because of the profound uncertainty of the
pandemic. This started with his U.S. Visa
operations worldwide slowed down as U.S.
embassies and consulates prioritized the health
and safety of both applicants and staff and
offered limited services. Despite this challenge,
the U.S Embassy in Islamabad managed to
prioritize students to ensure that people like
Pervez were able to realize their dreams. Pervez
underscored how helpful the U.S. Embassy in
Islamabad was in assisting him and other
students in achieving their academic goals
despite the COVID-19 hardships. “Our entire
almost year-long process was handled entirely by
the U.S. Educational Foundation in Pakistan
(USEFP),” the Embassy'’s education partner, he
noted.

Like many students in 2020 and 2021, Pervez has
adjusted to a hybrid academic environment, and
sees many benefits of being on campus. “The
access to experts in my field has proven
invaluable. The professors | am working with are
top notch and the course work is intense and
pushing me to do my very best. This department
has excellent film and critical scholars, which is
fantastic. Also, Carbondale City, where my
campus is located, is a beautiful small country
town with scenic views and sights. It has been a
wonderful experience to explore my surroundings
and build relationships with fellow classmates,
which is an important component of the Fulbright
program. Thanksgiving and Halloween were the
highlights of this Fall!”
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Pervez began his Fulbright experience after
completing his Masters of Journalism degree
from the University of Peshawar. He wanted to
broaden his scope of knowledge and decided to
pursue a Ph.D. in Mass Communications. Like
other Fulbright students, Pervez had a vision for
his future and saw his academic endeavors in the
United States as an important step to make that
vision a reality.

One of Pervez's goals after the program is to
return home to help shape the mass
communications curriculum locally. “I look
forward to introducing film and cultural studies to
universities in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. A flourishing
artistic community is necessary in any society, so
| see the introduction of this discipline as
extremely important. It can even trigger
necessary change in societies.”

Although the pandemic continues to disrupt
academic life with the emergence of new
COVID-19 variants and changing government
regulations, Pervez remains optimistic about the
future. “The vibrancy of university life has been
impacted by COVID-19, and that is unfortunate.
But my classmates and | are determined to
remain resilient, and | see hope for the future as
more people get vaccinated.”
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Nothing can take away from what is, ultimately, a
unique opportunity for Pervez. “| am grateful to
the U.S. Embassy in Islamabad, and my alma
mater Kohat University, for helping me make my
academic dreams a reality. Receiving a Fulbright
scholarship is an honor, and | am thankful.”

After months of pandemic restrictions around
the world combined with visa delays and travel
bans, it is inevitable that there has been a
temporary drop in student enrollment. The
Institute of International Education reported that
new international student enrollment in the
United States dropped 43 percent in the autumn
of 2020 compared to the year before, but
enrollment of Pakistani students only dropped by
five percent. As the world adjusts to COVID-19,
however, the dreams of many others like Pervez
remain alive.

For additional information on studying in the
United States, visit the U.S. Embassy’s education
partner: U.S. Educational Foundation in Pakistan.
For details on U.S. visa appointments, visit the
U.S. Embassy Islamabad website. Follow the U.S.
Embassy on Facebook for the latest updates on
U.S. Government programs and initiatives in
Pakistan.
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https://www.usefp.org/
https://pk.usembassy.gov/
https://www.facebook.com/pakistan.usembassy

